Introduction
The start of the twenty-first century can be characterized by the continuation of the economic boom that has brought more wealth to more people in more nations. Countries are shifting from being largely agrarian economies into economies based on services, trade or industry, and are undergoing structural transformations, taking the high-income capitalist countries that went before them as their example.
The shift toward services is based on knowledge-intensive activities rather than on the manufacture of physical products using natural resources. Innovations in recent decades, particularly those in Information Technology (IT) have been the driving force behind this trend. Reliance on intellectual capabilities has become the key component of what we now call the knowledge economy. It has turned our society into an extremely complex system and one that is subject to continuous change, not least due to the economic subsystem promoting structural economic growth.
All these changes put tremendous stress and strain on our planet and our society, on countries and cultures, on companies and, last but by no means least, on individuals. New skills for learning, communicating, innovating and dealing with the new technologies are needed to live and survive in this complex world. When Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy in 2008, it triggered a domino effect in the financial world and our economic system was plunged into crisis.
Externally imposed crises are not a pleasant experience, either for more complex systems such as governments and other organizations or for individuals. This causes individuals to seek new structures and to ask themselves a number of pressing questions. Are we really moving toward a sustainable global society? Is this really the kind of life we need to live? Does this really bring us happiness? 50 Chaos and uncertainty affect our mood and give rise to a need to take control of our own lives and exercise personal leadership. This is the time to rethink our current behavior, develop new visions and determine what is of genuine value in life. This fundamental principle of learning, development, progress and transformation is happening every moment, across the planet.
This phenomenon is not limited to our high-tech twenty-first century. The conditions in seventeenth-century Amsterdam were similar, the period when Holland experienced its Golden Age. Holland enjoyed a flourishing of trade, industry, innovation, arts and sciences that brought wealth to many. Amsterdam was an important cosmopolitan center, home to immigrants and religious refugees from many countries, who found a safe haven in the tolerant Dutch capital. Among them was Miguel de Spinoza, a merchant and member of the community of Portuguese Jews. His brilliant son, Baruch de Spinoza, worked as a businessman in Amsterdam from the age of 14 but in the throes of a personal crisis he became aware of other values in life than simply doing business for money. Living life without the proper understanding was no longer acceptable to him, and one day he took back control and decided to change his life into a search for 'the true and highest good' (Spinoza, 1661, p. 2). Spinoza developed his own form of personal leadership to cope with his own circumstances and wrote his philosophy in a number of remarkable works, enabling others to seek control through understanding by using his mastery and ideas as an example.
It is an all but impossible task to summarize Spinoza's work in one chapter of this book. Nevertheless it is a risk worth taking, in the spirit of Spinoza himself. He wrote ' . . . it is part of my happiness to lend a helping hand that many others may understand even as I do, so that their understanding and desire may entirely agree with my own ' (Spinoza, 1661, p. 4) . I therefore see it as my duty to help Spinoza's intentions reach a wider audience. As we will see in section 5.3, Spinoza believed it was important 'to speak in a manner intelligible to the multitude . . . ' (Spinoza, 1661, p. 5) . Unfortunately, reading his works is no easy task, since many of the translations stay close to the original Latin texts.
Biography of Benedict de Spinoza
Benedito, Bento, Baruch or Benedict de (E)spinosa was born into a Jewish family in Amsterdam, Holland, on November 24, 1632. Spinoza's ancestors were Maranos who fled Portugal to escape the Inquisition. His grandfather was an acknowledged leader of the Jewish community, and Baruch's father Miguel was a successful merchant. His mother, Miguel's second wife Hanna Debora, died in 1638 when Baruch was only 6 years old. As a child, Baruch received a formal Jewish education and studied the works of the medieval Jewish philosophers.
